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THE APPEARANCE 


"That's coup as in military. As in triumph. Pronounced 
coo. Not coop as in chicken!" Professor Mark peered up from 
his book in mock gravity. Officer Birdsong had been initialing 
the inspection card plucked from behind the fire extinguisher, 
and hadn't been listening to the routine of Professors Cullinan 
and Mark. "Additionally!" Dr. Mark abruptly yelled, "this 
great man who so gracefully gracefully accepted at the last 
minute is a notable notable DECONSTRUCTIONIST!" He shook the 
book at the officer. "Do you know what that means?" 

Birdsong blew a week's dust off the card and replaced it next 
to the gummy wall. He turned back slowly to the awaiting pair, 
the small, glint-eyed Mark, the oddly-built Culligan, cadaverous 
from the waist up and a barrel below. 


"Sounds like he...whatchacallit... takes things apart?" 
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He Knew that any answer would be turned into a victory by the 
diminutive Mark, standing up high on his toes now: "Take apart?" 
he squealed, "Now that's never the whole answer now, is it?" 

"Stop teaching, Forrest," Cullinan admonished. "He's not 
paying tuition." 

Officer Birdsong threaded between them to get to the filthy 
stairwell where he kicked a Diet Pepsi can aside just after 
Professor Mark fell back on his heels with audible drama, 
remarking "You turned in my faculty load sheet, Estimable 
Professor Cullinan--this is in the column called institutional 
Support." 


"Kick it in here," Dutch yelled out through the open door 


to the janitor's closet." Birdsong caught a glimpse of a hammy 
arm waving at the asbestos-covered pipes. "Killing me for 
years, 


they vant place like operating room." 


"Who's this whatsit-face, construction-something, that's 
coming?" Officer Birdsong later asks Randy Cotton, the college 
police dispatcher and perennial half-time graduate student of 


English. 


"Master bullshitter to bullshit the bullshitters at their own 
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bullshit game." 
"They were reading a whole bunch of his books about him when I 
was up there. Trying to sound intelligent or something." 
"Jerking off with footnotes." Randy gestures and then 
stops as the chief raises himself off his chair behind the 
glass partition, his white shirt and gold buttons more massive 
in the icy, flourescent light. 
Birdsong smiles sadly, knowing that the English Department 
would jerk Randy's string practically forever. "That one 
looks like he's made up of two people? Fat ass and no chest?" 
"That'd be Cunt-Brain Cullinan." 
"Yeah. Him chipping in static, but that Dr. Mark, he was 
making the most noise, the bitty guy." 
"Just gotta blow him the degree is mine." 
"Send him flowers first. He thinks he's a whatchacallit." 
"Romantic? That's his field allegedly. More like just 
another nasty frozen faggot." Randy sinks at his desk, his 
old chair shrieking; Chief, behind the bright glass, had 
looked up at his favorite word. His small eyes glisten. 
Birdsong picks up a report form and pretends to confer. 
"I don't think so," he whispers, "not faggot exactly." There's 
some...I don't know ...it's just not a big deal with them, sex 


aint, and they can be sort of homosexuals or--I don't kKnow...it 
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don't make no difference. They don't like anybody anyways, male 
or fe..." As the officer struggles with asexuality, the chief 
glowers in icy, brilliant light, and Randy Cotton sneaks a 
glance at a miniature tv in his open bottom drawer. "Six runs 
in front and now they're four back." he whispers, "these 
Phillies'll be the death of me. And Businessman's Special," he 
scowls at Birdsong, "that's what they call these afternoon 
games. 


Wouldn't I like to take a day off anytime I wanted!" 


"Another week for your nerves? I don't know what to say. 

I been working with all these faggots for nineteen years and I 
don't need no weeks for my nerves." 

The chief had again said yes, unpaid, and Officer Birdsong 
Knew this had to be the last as he, blinking tears now in the 
sparkling bathroom mirror, pinned the homemade medal directly 
to the skin of his chest. 

He didn't think he should have on nothing below even though 
it would be night, so he wore the sequined jockstrap he had 
found in a trash barrel after a fraternity party. "Now," 
Birdsong said to his bright image "it's just the baton I need. 
Where’d I put that bat-AWNNNNN," he mocked. Then he laughed at 


his joke but grew instantly responsible when he considered the 
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powerful appearance he would make. "I aint no queer. It was 
duty," he informed his graver, dark-browed self in the mirror, 
the medal's tricolored ribbon shaking as he gesticulated, 
pretending to have the baton in hand. 

Here he shook his head violently: He wouldn't again go 
over in his mind where that huge man had come from and why--well 
he knew a little bit about why. According to the trustee's 
preliminary investigation, that man had hated the notable 
deconstructionist for many years--seems the expert had been 
other 
things before he was a deconstructionist, and other kinds of 
critics and experts. 

"Which way the wind a-blowing?" that fat man had shouted 
like a kind of sailor or something, and before anybody had 
really seen him: then, as he had come into the light near the 
stage, the torrent of all the other questions and mutterings and 
whistlings, and hissings and screams. It had taken all this 
time for Birdsong to remember most of them--what with the 
ensuing sweat and heat and the hysterical audience. 

"Sicko shit like that, next time you call us right away. 
We got training." It did no good to tell Captain Rick Rucker of 
the city police that there hadn't been time to call anyone. 


The mumbly guy had begun his talk onstage and Officer Birdsong, 
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unlucky enough to have the security duty that night, thought 
everybody was telling the lecturer to speak up. But they were 
actually protesting a naked man crawling up the central aisle 
like an immense pink seal. 

Once Birdsong spotted him he had acted immediately, running 
down the aisle while intending to yank up the man by the elbow 
and lead him away. That was his plan anyway, but the fat man 
was 
larger than the chief and so strong that he instead jerked 
Birdsong down and they rolled around for about twenty enormous 
seconds before the ushers, actually boys from the football team, 
lifted him off the suffocating officer and carried him back 
down the aisle to the cheers of the audience. 

It all had taken less than a minute and within five minutes 
the chief puffed in, and the city police fetched the fat man, 
now wrapped in the chief's startlingly military overcoat, the 
speaker had mumbled a severely academic joke that the first 
three rows nearly had a collective apoplexy over, and shaking 
Officer Birdsong had completed his report, handing the paper to 
the chief as the wave of laughter swept back to them. And that 
was it. 

Until the next week that is. It started on the sun- 


drenched quad at noon and involved the girls of Edith Crosson 
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Hall, at least four of them as far as Birdsong could ascertain. 
They yelled from an upper window, first individually and then 
in chorus. "Hey! You can come and wrestle with me anytime. 
Come on up and wrestle with us right now if you want to!" 

"I'm talking about girls! And they had to rehearse 
the last one since they got it perfect," he complained to Randy 
Cotton. 

"Don't give any recognition...it's what they're looking 
for." Behind the glass partition the chief had been drilling 
his small eyes into a report thick with complaints from the 
Faculty's Police Evaluation and Oversight Committee. On the 
miniature tv in Randy's half-opened desk drawer, French police 
clubbed student demonstrators, their white batons flashing 
through leafy Parisian sunlight. 

Early the next blue and smoky evening, with waves of chimney 
Swifts wedging through the sky, the cries came variously from 
Peter Oswald Hall, with individual boys shrieking FAGGOT! at 
Officer Birdsong. 

The true test came, of course, with Professors Cullinan and 
Mark. They applauded when he entered the grimy hallway near the 
English office, and then Mark whispered reverently "Truly 
laudable technique you demonstrated, Officer. In your other 


night roll-around? More latencies manifest than in closets of 
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swish debutantes." 

"Oh yeah? Well if they gave us those clubs? The French 
used on TV? BAT-ins or whatever..." 

"That would be baton!" chimed in Cullinan and both 
screamed in laughter. It had been, of course, a mistake to 
reply. 

"Pronounced bat-AWNNNN, the diminutive Mark stressed, after 
he gained control over his hilarity at his zenith as it were, 
rising as high on his toes as Officer Birdsong had ever 
witnessed. 

"Unfortunately, I was seated too far away to really see 
ANYbody's baton," the oddly-assembled Cullinan sighed as a dust 
devil exploded against a grimy window. His top, thin half 
almost purple, the capacious stomach rolled ever so slightly. 

"I wasn't" piped Professor Mark, "I was NOT! I was 
eyewitness to the fact that when forcibly separated there was 
hard evidence of love demonstrated by both serendipitous 
parties." 

"The genius Board of Trustees said that the officer here, uh, 
handled it well." 

"What? The other fellow's baton?" the wide-eyed Mark asked. 

"You're both sick is all!" 


"The pot calling etcetera!" Professor Mark sniffed. 
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"IT can't tell you how many boring things I've attended 
on this pretentious campus, Forrest, but at last, thanks to the 
officer here, we saw something raw and real and--" Cullinan 
Slapped two blue hands on his straining stomach--"urgent!" 

"I agree"--and here Dr Mark seemed to grow solemn--"but it, 
it, it wasssss a bit of a...well a queer show really." 

"Undoubtedly, but revolutionary for this conservative 
Campus as I say. And we owe it all, well half actually, to 
Officer George Birdsong here and his--" 

"Baton? I'm not sure anymore. With the passage of time 
I've become muddled and ambiguous about the the the ambivalence 
of this and of everything." Here Professor Mark seemed 
genuinely 
meditative--until he finally winked at Officer Birdsong "Uh, is 
that...George or Georgette?" 

"And his or her courage!" Cullinan went on, his whole 
mismatched being shaking, "to be different in a smelly, macho 
trade." 

"Not a happy lot until that wondrous, naked evening, but 
you were closer than you've told me, you Lucky dog you! I'll 
tell you, most fortunate Professor Cullinan, I'm beginning to 
feel my own manly bat-AWWWWWWWNNN! just thinking about it." 


"That's hardly literary, except in an elevated sense." 
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Culligan looked down to his barrel of a belly "...trouble just 
finding mine." 

"What IS literary is a man, uh, PERson's character revealed 
in a wink! Miraculous, just miraculous." From the English 
Department Office the muffled giggling of the secretary, Mrs. 
Laurette Dudley, escaped. 

Birdsong turned on his heel and strode out. His ears felt 
on fire. 

"You could signal ships with that face!" Dr. Culligan 
squealed. 

"I wonder if he's still signaling that fat Sweat he 
commenced making something like love to?" They collapsed in 
laughter and breathless sobbing, the dying of which George 
Birdsong could even hear a few moments Later in the closed 
patrol car. 

The officer entered yelling at Randy: "Tell Chief I won't go 
up there again. English Department's too nasty even for this 
place." 

"I don't tell Chief anything. I don't tell anybody 
anything. I kiss everybody's ass or it's no degree. Anyway, 
you'll have to go back and read that pressure gauge and initial 
that extinguisher card for this week no matter what. Don’t let 


them divert you again. Hay! Just tell those two clowns to go 
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fuck themselves. I wouldn't be surprised they put the bare- 
assed fat boy up to it." Randy flicked at the tv's small 
screen, which had gone to black. 

Wednesday Professor Cullinan suffered a moderate heart 
attack in his Sexual Themes in Modern Literature seminar, and 
Officer Birdsong felt that was punishment enough for his more 
minor role in the cruelty. So George Birdsong, his own heart 
pounding, had only to face the yapping midget that Friday, the 
last day that week to do his duty outside the English 
Department's office on the third floor dustbowl of 
Founders' Hall. 

Surprisingly, Mark just winked and whispered "Drop in 
anytime and don't forget to bring your baton." 

Which is what Birdsong ultimately decided to do--though the 
baton required a little fuss, securing a hoe at Builders’ 
Hardware, sawing it in two and painting the detached top half 
with three coats of white enamel. 

Actually the trustee's preliminary report stated that he 
had acted "precipitously to defuse a potentially riotous 
Situation." He had hoped they would award him a certificate as 
they had done to other officers in the past for almost anything 
short of cowardice, but at the same time he knew they wanted to 


move on from the embarrassment to the school. The chief, of 
11 


course, just railed on about "faggots on the faculty and all 
their faggot friends" but acted as if the bizarre event of that 
night was Birdsong's fault. Due to the strain of all these 
Circumstances George Birdsong decided to make his own medal from 
his new American Eagle gold coin, which he drilled to 
accommodate a red, white, and blue striped ribbon he had plucked 
from a parade float abandoned at the Alumni House after 
Homecoming. 

His brilliant re-creation of that odd evening unreels back 
of his intent face in the bathroom mirror: whereas he had 
actually caught up to the naked fat man him in a dusky pool 
formed by the fading reach of the stagelights, he now sees their 
wrestling in white, surgical light, and more acutely hears the 
hissed and whistling intonations of the various words showered 
down onto him: "fruit...hate...asshole...corruption... 
blow...wind...excrements of critics..missionary position! you 
read Kinsey?...Q00000000!...do that again!" 

Now as those words fly from the four corners of the tiled 
bathroom, he, back at the auditorium, feels surging strength and 
flings off the fleshy maniac to the crowd's amazement. 

Stands up during the audience's swelling applause, blinding 
particles of the fat man's sweat still hanging in the bright 


air. 
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"Bathroom," says Officer George Birdsong to his self in the 
mirror. "I'm here and I'm there and I was there. That's three. 
And if you can be three places at once why not a hundred?" 

"Why not indeed? Or even a hundred people at once!" the 
being in the mirror reinforces the half-naked officer. 

"Why not indeed? People, places, what’s the difference?" 
George concurs, stepping back to adjust the sequined jockstrap. 
"Why not a thousand places at once?" the mirror voice will ask 
later when the officer wraps pillow case strips around his face, 
just leaving his eyes uncovered. 

George had decorated the strips with black magic marker. 
"What do all those squiggleys MEAN?" that voice will inquire. 

"For me to know and you to find out. For everybody to find 


out, if they’re smart enough--which they aint." 


Dr. Forrest Mark, in his underwear, is watching Ms. Joan 
Rivers on TV when the baton flashes outside the French window. 
He thinks it’s headlights bouncing off the rusty lawn furniture. 


"My divorce settlement," he toasts, and drains his martini. 


Officer George Birdsong sees the rest through Mark's eyes: 
the shards of glass flowing in from the powerful, glistening 


being accomplishing the prodigious, white-eyed leap, the slow, 
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sure descent of the baton while the gold medal swings up on its 


ribbon and the lucent martini glass floats out of frame. 
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